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This thesis, based on the analysis of cultural contexts and canned jokes, aims to 
investigate the relationship between the context and humor. The various theories of 
context and humor are studied for the analysis of cultural contexts and canned jokes. In 
the study, the author adopts empirical methodology to explore the role of cultural 
contexts in canned jokes appreciation. Lots of canned joke samples are selected from 
books and Internet, and they are analyzed to demonstrate the effect of cultural contexts 
on canned joke understanding and appreciation. The analysis will be based on five 
aspects of cultural contexts: political culture, daily life, folk habits, religion and 
historical background.  
The survey in the thesis tries to answer the following questions:  
The main research question:  
Do cultural contexts have any functions in the understanding and appreciation of 
canned joke?  
The research sub-questions:  
1. As the world globalization is growing fast, is there any possibility that people 
understand and accept humor in other cultural contexts?  
2. If the answer for No. 1 is positive, how much do people appreciate those other 
culture oriented humor?  
3. Under the cross-culture circumstance, do people change their views on humor 
function?  
Results of this survey demonstrate that the cultural contexts have a controlling 
effect on the understanding and appreciation of canned jokes. There exist both 
differences and similarities among the Hongkongese, mainland Chinese and English 
native speakers as far as sense of humor is concerned. The difference of the humor 
sense is caused by the original different cultural contexts while the similarities are both 
brought about by the cross-cultural contacts during the development of globalization.  
 













The Effects of Cultural Context in the Canned Joke Understanding 
 ii
 


















































Chapter 1  Literature Review ………………….…………..….….…..………3 
1.1 What is humor? ………………………………………………………….……3 
1.1.1 The definition of humor………………………………….………….…….3 
1.1.2 Genres of humor…………………………………………………….…….4 
1.1.3 Interpersonal and social functions of humor …………………….……….8 
1.1.4 Theories of humor……………………………………………..……...….10 
1.2 Context study…………………………………………………………...…….14 
1.2.1 The definition of context………………………………….…….….…….14 
1.2.2 Functions of context………………………………………….….….……15 
 
Chapter 2  Cultural Context and Canned Joke ……………...…...…….17 
2.1 Canned joke ………………………………………………………...….…….17 
2.2 Cultural context …………………………………………………..…….……18 
2.2.1 The definition of cultural context …………………………….…….……19 
2.2.2 Functions of cultural context………………………………….…….……20 
2.2.3 Necessity of cultural context in verbal humor research……………...…..22 
2.3 Cultural context and canned joke understanding……..…………………...23 
2.3.1 Social life and canned joke understanding…………………….……....…23 
2.3.1.1 Political culture and canned joke understanding……………...……23 
2.3.1.2 Daily life and canned joke understanding………………..…...……24 
2.3.2 National mentality and canned joke understanding……………….…..…26 
2.3.2.1 Folk habits (convention) and canned joke understanding……….…26 
2.3.2.2 Religion and canned joke understanding………………….…..……28 
2.3.2.3 Historical background and canned joke understanding……….……33 
 
Chapter 3  Research Methodology ………………………………..…...…..35 













The Effects of Cultural Context in the Canned Joke Understanding 
 iv
3.1.1 Hypothetical questions………………………………………….……….35 
3.1.2 Research methods………………………..………………………..……..35 
3.2 Designing and administrating questionnaire ………………..…….……....36 
3.2.1 Subjects…………………………………………………………………..36 
3.2.2 Description of questionnaires………………………………….………...38 
3.2.3 Data collection………………………………………………….………..39 
 
Chapter 4  Data Analysis and Discussion………………………...………40 
4.1 Different responses………………………………………………………….40 
4.1.1 Preference for the type of humor………………………………………...41 
4.1.1.1 Hongkongese preference……………….……………………..……41 
4.1.1.2 Mainland Chinese preference ………………………….….…….....43 
4.1.1.3 English speakers preference………………………………..……….45 
4.1.2 The humor samples respondents dislike………………..…………..…….46 
4.1.2.1 The samples Hongkongese dislike………………………..….……..46 
4.1.2.2 The samples mainland Chinese dislike ……………………….……49 
4.1.2.3 The samples English speakers dislike ……………………….……..51 
4.1.3 Different view of humor function……………………………………......51 
4.2 Similarities of humor taste ………………………………………………….53 
























目  录 
 v
 
























































































This research is a preliminary study on the relationship between context and 
humor. Since there are several types of humor in oral or textual forms, in order to make 
the study more convincing, the author attempts to only focus on one of the most 
important textual humor forms: canned joke, which generally refers to the kind of 
humor that has been preserved in a book of jokes. “Canned” could be seen as “stored”, 
and it means a joke readers can remember for use in any time. As to the context study, 
the author chooses cultural context as the major research subject and based on that, 
seeks the relationship between cultural context and canned joke understanding.  
On the humor study in this thesis, its focus is only on canned jokes and all the 
humor samples quoted in the questionnaire belongs to the style of canned jokes. Walter 
Nash (1985: 115) points out that one of the most important functions of language is the 
expression of social cohesion in various interactions of everyday life. Humor as a 
special language form plays a significant role in communication. The usage of humor 
contributes a lot in improving the success of language communication and social 
interaction. In recent years, humor widely appears with various forms or types, which 
has gradually attracted linguistic scholars’ attention. And most of their studies mainly 
focused on the humor’s functions in social intercourse. Some researchers pay attention 
to the study of relationship between context and humor. However, since there are 
usually several types of expressions of humor, it is hard for researchers to do deep 
research on only one of the humor types. Many researchers often take humor as a 
general idea and show less interest in only one kind of humor type study when they are 
purchasing the relationship between context and humor. Generally speaking, different 
humor type requires different context condition. If researchers take humor as a general 
idea and do research on that, it is easy for them to make mistakes, especially ignore 
some important elements in the relationship between context and humor. In that case, 
this thesis attempts to adopt Attardo’s dichotomy in his famous humor study: 
Linguistic Theories of Humor (1994). In this book, Attardo divides humor into two 
types: canned jokes and conversational/situational jokes. According to the definition of 
canned jokes in this book, some humor samples of canned jokes were selected for a 
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In the context study of the thesis, the cultural context of humor is emphasized and 
mainly analyzed. Cultural context occupies the predominant role in the study of 
relationship between context and humor, since the humor understanding not only needs 
language learners to obtain the literal meaning of humor texts, but also the implied 
cultural reference under the texts.  
Currently, the study of relationship between cultural context and humor still faces 
a lot of difficulties. For example, the regional restriction often leads to the 
unpersuasive study result. In order to make this study more convincing, the author 
adopts empirical method to explore the function of cultural contexts in the 
understanding and appreciation of canned jokes. A survey done in the form of a 
questionnaire is carried out among 48 mainland Chinese, 42 English native speakers 
and 41 Hongkongese.  
The survey aims to answer the following questions:  
The main research question:  
Do cultural context have any functions in the understanding and appreciation of 
canned jokes?  
The sub-questions of research:  
1. As the world globalization is growing fast, is there any possibility that people 
understand and accept humor in other cultural contexts?  
2. If the answer to No. 1 is positive, how much do people appreciate those other 
culture oriented humor?  
3. Is there any change of people’s view of humor function that is brought about by 
cross-culture communication?  
    The thesis is composed of four chapters besides Introduction and Conclusion 
sections. Chapter One and Two cover the theoretical background of the research. Three 
major domains are viewed: (1) the definition and types of humor; (2) related context 
study, especially the study of cultural contexts; (3) relationship between cultural 
contexts and the understanding of canned jokes. Chapter Three includes the empirical 
methodology in the survey study and hypothetical questions for the survey. Chapter 
Four shows a detailed analysis of the survey outcomes and presents the answers to the 
hypothetical questions. The last part, Conclusion section, summarizes the findings of 
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Chapter 1  Literature Review 
 
Jacob Mey (1993: 38) points out that “context is a dynamic, not a static concept: 
it is to be understood as the surroundings, in the widest sense, that enable the 
participants in the communication process to interact”. As a kind of communicative 
means, humor is not only a language expression; its understanding also inevitably 
depended on context. Based on the relationship between context and humor, Alison 
Ross (1998: 7) points out that “the context for humor is crucial for determining 
whether an individual finds something amusing or not”. Therefore, the context become 
the basis for the understanding and appreciation of humor.  
Accordingly, this chapter will review the linguistic explorations of context and 
humor, which are studied by scholars in diverse fields.  
 
1.1 What is humor?  
  Humor, as a very crucial public speaking tool used in presentation or literary 
works, has attracted more and more attention in various fields, which include 
psychology, anthropology, ethnomethodology and linguistics. In recent years, linguists 
both at home and aboard show more interest on humor study. However, lots of study 
results proved that it is hard to set a definite and perfect description of humor. In order 
to gain a deep cognition about humor, this section tries to introduce some typical and 
comparatively successful studies on the definition of humor and some other relating 
studies about humor.  
1.1.1 The definition of humor  
Humor exists from puns to novels, presents itself in many spoken and written 
ways. It is really hard to be defined by words because it includes so many factors. And 
the English word “humor” is generally considered to be derived from the Latin word 
“humorr”, which means “liquid” or “fluid” coined by a Greek priest-physician. Collins 
English Dictionary (2000) gives the archaic meaning of humor: “(that) any of the four 
bodily fluids (blood, phlegm, choler or yellow bile, melancholy or black bile) formerly 
thought to determine emotional and physical disposition.” The meaning of “being 
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1600s.  
The research about humor was firstly advanced by Freud, who defined the 
“essence of humor” as a process by which “one spares oneself the affects to which the 
situation would naturally give rise and overrides with a jest the possibility of such an 
emotional display” (qtd. in Lefcourt, 2001: 60). Unlike the modern consideration of 
“humor”, Freud discussed humor in the way of negative emotions.  
Cambridge Dictionary of American English (2000) defines humor as: “the ability 
to be amused by something seen, heard, or thought about, sometimes causing you to 
smile or laugh, or the quality in something that causes such amusement.” The Collins 
Cobuild Dictionary (2001) explains humor in an easy understanding way: “humor is a 
quality in something that makes you laugh, for example in a situation, in someone’s 
words or actions, or in a book or film.” The Encyclopedia of Language & Linguistics 
(2006) refers the concept of humor as “linguistic humor,” which focus on the research 
of the “verbal humor”, which is coined as “the predominant kind, and most of what has 
been or can be said about humor in general pertains almost exclusively to verbal 
humor.”  
Kuipers Giselinde (2006: 7) defines humor from the social point of view, he points 
out that “I want to look at humor primarily as a social phenomenon: a form of 
communication that is embedded in social relationships…I see humor as ‘the 
successful exchange of joking and laughter”. He emphasizes that humor is “an 
ambivalent form of communication”.   
However, as the complexity and variability of humor, the definition of humor still 
confuses researchers in different fields. Just as Steve Allen (1987: 7-10) points out that 
“no all-inclusive definitive answer has yet been found (and that humor is) a gift of the 
gods, a potentiality of the mind that because it varies from individual to individual will 
never be completely understood”.  
1.1.2 Genres of humor  
Several studies attempt to go for a deeper research on humor by using the 
methodology of “semantic fields”. Here the author introduces two typical studies of 
humor in the semantic field.  
The semantic study from a historical exploration points of view points up the 
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“humor” is also of limited value. Machovec (1988: 6) mentions that “There is a wide 
range of words used today to refer to verbal, written or observed humor…” He 
especially lists a sampling of words which related to humor:  
 
Figure 1.1: Humor in Semantic Field  
 
In Machovec’s list of words related to humor, it is clearly that humor includes so 
many elements in the content and expression, which makes the differentiation of 
humor types more difficult. About Machovec’s list of humor, there is one problem that 
many related words in the list are overlapped with each other. On the semantic study of 
humor, Schmidt-Hidding (qtd. in Attardo, 1994: 7) also shows a schema for the 
semantic field of humor. This schema is more clearly display the different categories 
related with humor and their internal connections. The most important distinction 
between Schmidt-Hidding’s schema and Machovec’s list lies in the different position 
of humor. Machovec’s list puts humor in the central position while Schmidt-Hidding’s 
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Figure 1.2: The Semantic Field of Humor 
                       Wit 
 
              Pun                bon mot (A clever saying; a witticism) 
 
         Satire  
                             Irony                nonsense 
 
RIDUCULE                 comic                      HUMOR 
  Mock       joke 
                                                    Whim 
  Sarcasm 
 
                                        Tease 
 
                Practical joke 
 
                         FUN 
 
The research about humor was firstly advanced by Freud, who distinguished three 
simple forms of humor: jokes, the comic, and humor (qtd. in Lefcourt 2001: 57). Since 
the category of humor coined by Freud seems too brief to do a deeper study about humor, 
modern researchers give a more detailed description of aspects humor. The chart below 
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